Churchill and Beaverbrook
Remarks by Randolph S. Churchill

Jonathan, members of the Beaverbrook family, my Lords, Ladies and Gentlemen.
I was so thrilled that Jonathan invited me to join you all this evening - thank you.  It is fitting to start by remembering, as we did in such style last week, the heroes from the Second World War who remain with us today.  Let us raise our glasses to “that heroic generation that saved and preserved our freedoms”.

I am privileged to know a few of those veterans. One is the indomitable Colin Bell, DFC.  Colin is 104, joined the RAF in 1939, and as a Mosquito pilot flew 50 missions over Germany - mostly Berlin.  On one raid over Berlin, he avoided being shot down by the first fighter jet, the Me 262.  Colin walks without using a stick, has just completed a lecture tour in the US, abseiled unaided 18 storeys down the Royal London Hospital, and still drives his motor car.  Quite splendid!  
I asked Colin about Beaverbrook and this is what he said: 

“Lord Beaverbrook was brought in by Sir Winston to revitalise aircraft production which was lagging under poor management.  He was absolutely excellent at the job, cutting out red tape, treading on toes, and making enemies in the Civil Service, a sure testament to efficiency.  At the end of the Battle of Britain under his inspired leadership our aircraft factories were producing daily more aircraft than the Germans.  Not a bad record for a former newspaper magnate.”
I can only imagine the splendidly rumbustious relationship Churchill and Beaverbrook forged.  We all know that Margaret Thatcher had her Willie (aka Whitelaw); Churchill had Beaverbrook!  Starmer having Rayner does not really seem a pairing, Blair and Brown was doomed, and tragically Boris was only matched by Covid!  But, as Churchill told Jock Colville about his friend and colleague: “Some people take drugs; I take Max”.  
And Beaverbrook could be a dangerous drug.  As Churchill’s physician, Lord Moran, wrote in 1944: “Max is a good friend in foul weather.  Then, when things are going well, he will have a bloody row with you over nothing.”.
Churchill’s wife, Clementine, considered Beaverbrook - along with Brendan Bracken - a dubious influence on her husband, especially where the casino at Monte Carlo was concerned.  It did not help that Beaverbrook’s villa, La Capponcina, was so dangerously close to Monaco. 
Sadly, I was only 2 days old when my great-grandfather died, but my father was in awe of his godfather, Beaverbrook, and so he should have been.  Having been born during an air raid in October 1940 at Chequers (he was the 2nd bomb that night!), my father then spent considerable time with his mother Pamela at Cherkley before they moved to Grosvenor Square, where granny certainly made history!  My father spent the Christmas of 1944 at Cherkley with his mother and Beaverbrook.  There Churchill was inspired to install the cinema at Chartwell and formed the bond with Alexander Korda.
Following a dinner party that Pamela hosted at 49 Grosvenor Square in December 1943, when my father was just 3, Beaverbrook wrote the following letter:
My darling Pamela,

It shocked me a bit when Winston ran down the hall on Thursday to ask me to have a cocktail with him!
I feel I must intervene at once, on account of the pledges that I made at the altar at the Church at Chequers on a cold winter day.  So I send you £100 for the benefit of Winston, and I hope you will spend the money on his religious instruction.  But if religious instruction should be free - which I have always been led to believe, then of course the £100 had better be spent for his account, and on his behalf, in some other direction.  With love and affection abounding.  I am yours ever Max.

It is ironic that Beaverbrook left Canada in 1910 to come to the mother nation whilst, when Churchill was out of office and out of favour, he paid a famous visit to the Great White North with his son, Randolph, brother Jack, and nephew Peregrine.  Churchill rolled across Canada in a luxurious railroad car, gazing with wonder at the splendors of the landscape.  So captivated was he that he wrote from Alberta to Clementine:
“I have made up my mind that if Neville Chamberlain is made leader of the Conservative Party or anyone else of that kind, I clear out of politics and see if I cannot make you and the kittens a little more comfortable before I die.  Only one goal still attracts me, and if that were barred I should quit the dreary field for pastures new… Darling, I am greatly attracted to this country.  Immense developments are going forward.  There are fortunes to be made in many directions.  The tide is flowing strongly.  However, the time to take decisions is not yet.”

How different would the course of history have been if Churchill had succumbed to the charms of Canada!  But history had a plan for him, and as he was later to reflect about his feelings upon becoming Prime Minister in 1940: “I felt as if I were walking with Destiny, and that all my past life had been but a preparation for this hour and for this trial.”.

And one of the ways he had prepared for this trial was making friends with extraordinary people like Beaverbrook, who not only challenged and entertained the Prime Minister but, as Minister of Aircraft Production, helped to save his adopted country.  As Churchill observed: “I felt that our life depended on the flow of new aircraft.  I needed his vital and vibrant energy.”  And Beaverbrook devoted every ounce of energy to Allied victory, in which he - and all of you this evening - can justly take pride.  


My great-grandfather would later write of himself and Beaverbrook:
“We belonged to an older political generation.  Often we had been on different sides in the crises and quarrels of those former days; sometimes we had even been fiercely opposed; yet on the whole a relationship had been maintained which was part of the continuity of my public life, and this was cemented by warm personal friendship.”
I learned from Jonathan’s wonderful book that Beaverbrook was far from being the only Aitken to encounter Churchill.  Jonathan’s first encounter with my great-grandfather was on 30 November 1954, at Churchill’s lavish 80th birthday celebration at Westminster Hall.  The young boy was sitting on the aisle as Churchill was making his way toward the exit, having just been presented with the “striking example of modern art” by Graham Sutherland that Clementine would soon consign to the flames.  The Prime Minister shook Jonathan’s hand, which prompted the boy to tell his mother, “I’m not going to wash for a week!”. 
Eight years later Jonathan sat next to Churchill at dinner at Cherkley.  Beaverbrook was concerned that conversation would be difficult, as by then my great-grandfather was often withdrawn.  But, as usual, Beaverbrook knew his man, and in Jonathan’s words: 

“There were worries about whether or not the Pol Roger champagne would be over chilled, under chilled or just right. 'Churchill in his prime liked to say he was always the better and never the worse for Pol Roger - even when he'd drunk two bottles of it,’ said Beaverbrook with a puckish grin.”   

True to form, as Jonathan recalls: “he perked up as the Pol Roger was poured out.  For, once his glass was filled, Churchill raised it, saying: To love, peace and health, and honest friends.”.
Thank you again for inviting me this evening, and may we all toast to love, peace and health, and honest friends.
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